The Setting - The Religious Atmosphere
Titus Coan
Titus was born in 1801 in the town of Killingworth, Conn. His father was Gaylord Coan and his
mother was Tamza Nittleton. His mother's family ties into the famous, at least Titus felt it was
famous, of Asahel Nettleton, the distinguished Evangelical preacher.
Titus had the normal childhood experiences including playing hooky from school and falling
through the ice while playing with a friend. After receiving an education he was called to teach
school at the age of 18 in the town of Saybrook, Conn. He then moved to Western New York. He
shortly joined the militia and after two years became a 2nd Lieutenant and on to 1st Lieutenant.
He had great visions, as a child, of sabers, waving of plumes, the beauty of uniforms, the cavalry,
artillery and drills. Of course after the war of 1812-1815 things were not quite as he expected and
he had a change of feelings and aspirations for the military.
While absent from his home town, a "Memorable season of religious interest was awakened
among all classes in Killingworth." He mentions in his journal the following: "I regretted my
absence from Killingworth while my kind pastor and beloved cousin were thus leading thirsty
souls to the Fountain of Life".

In the Spring of 1826, Titus, his sister and a friend, had a short tour of the area around Western
New York, including Rochester. By this time Titus had four brothers in Western New York, one
being, The Reverend of the Presbyterian Church at Riga, in Monroe County.
Although nothing is mentioned in his journal about encountering the Mormons at this time,
undoubtedly, with the religious rivalry happening at this time, he was well aware of them.
Titus became a minister in the First Free Presbyterian Church. He traveled extensively with
several noted ministers in the area of Rochester. On Nov. 3, 1834 he married Fedelia Church,
after 7 years of her patiently waiting for him. On November 23rd he and his wife received
instructions to be missionaries to the Sandwich Islands. They arrived in Honolulu on the 6th of
June 1834.
They were met at the wharf by the Rev. Hiram Bingham and with in a few days were assigned to
go to Hilo and work with Mr. and Mrs. Lyman. The trip to Hilo was a bit amusing. On the 6th
June they left Honolulu on the ship "Velocity" under the command of an Irish captain that was
given to hard drinking,. They traveled though the night. In the morn the captain announced that
"the land just ahead was Maui and that we should all land in about an hour at Lahaina, where we
might rest a day ... But the poor captain's eyes were dazed, and he had lost his reckoning. We
had gone about in the night and we were back at Honolulu."
Upon reaching Hilo on 21st of June, Titus and his wife were taken to the home of the Lyman's.
This home still stands today along with several other structures a mile or so from the Kilauea
chapel we visited today. It is worth a visit if you have not visited there.
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By the early 1850's noted experiences with the Catholics were recorded in Titus' journal. These
experiences were not always positive. However they were true to the background, style and
perceptions built over a number of years.
Mr. Coan says of his experience with the Mormons, and I quote extensively from his journal
entries.

"Not many years after the introduction of the papal priest came a drove of Mormon emissaries.
These spread themselves in squads all over the group like the frogs of Egypt.
"They made an early descent upon Hilo. At first they employed flattering words. They called at
once on me, asserted their divine commission, affirmed the heavenly origin of their order, enlarged
on the new and sure revelations made to Joe Smith and his successors, the prophets, and invited
me to join them ....
"You're a good man," said they, "and have done what you could; but we have come to teach you
the way of God more perfectly, and if you will unite with us and come into this new light, your
people will all so be born again, i.e,. Be dipped in water, and then by the laying on of hands they
will receive the Holy Ghost and all the signs will follow. I asked, "What signs?"
"They replied, "speaking with tongues, healing the sick, and all miracles." I then said, "Let us
take up the signs, in order, and see if you Mormons have them. Can you cast out devils?' "Yes."
"But, if testimony is true, many of your people, like other sinners, act as if the devil were still in
them. "They shall speak with tongues', can you do it? Oh, yes, we can at Utah." "And why not
here, where you need the gift more? And why do you ask a teacher of the native language? Do
you believe you could handle poisonous serpents, and drink deadly things with impunity?" "We
can heal the sick." "And so can I. But do not Mormons die?" "Oh, yes," "Can you raise the
dead?" "The Mormons at Salt Lake can do it." "Well, if you will go with me to a fresh grave
near by, and raise a dead body to life, I will join you to-day." This silenced them on miracles and
signs. And when I produced my copy of "The Book of Mormon," and showed them I knew more
than they about the doctrines of the faith to which they were trying to make me a proselyte, they
were confounded, and went away despairing of my (not) becoming a convert.
"But for years numbers of this deluded sect traveled over these districts, using all their powers of
persuasion, not excepting lying and deceit, to draw the people after them. When once the
succeeded in making a disciple they would quarter themselves in his house until he had cooked the
last pig, goat, or fowl, and until his taro, potatoes, and bananas were gone, all the while boasting
of their great love and comparing themselves to the American missionaries, who they said came
here for salaries and to oppress the people.
"I met the Mormons often on my tours, and had abundant evidence from repeated conversations,
and from the testimony of the most reliable members of the church, of their ignorance, bigotry,
impudence and guile."
Rev. Coan's understanding of the church did not improved over the years. In 1870, he returned

to the mainland. On his way to Chicago he made a stop in Salt Lake City, where he apparently
attended a sacrament meeting. Of this experience, he makes the following comments.
"(We) spent a Sabbath at Salt Lake City, saw the Prophet and several of his apostles, met several
of the Mormon missionaries whom we had seen in Hilo, attended service in the great tabernacle,
heard much bold assertion without proof, and witnessed a singular observance of the Lord's
supper, the elements being distributed by laughing boys, while a speaker was haranguing the
audience without making a single allusion to the death of Christ, or to the ordinance which
commemorated that event. We also saw the foundation of the great temple, which a bold
disclaimer said was the literal fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah 2:2 that "the mountain of the
Lord's house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills;
and all nations shall flow unto it."
Thus we see what the religious climate was like in the early part of Church history on the island of
Hawaii as well as the lack ofunderstandins of the principles upon which it is founded. Obviously
there was great animosity and misunderstanding as well as some bad examples from some of our
members. I am quite sure that Titus Coan had been well indoctrinated against the Mormons from
his early life in New York and his ministerial associates. His reactions to the incidents mentioned
here are typical of the time period and of the early persecution of the Church as it was getting
established.
Through the efforts of Dottie Behling Seely, temple work has been completed or near completion
for all of the early Protestant missionaries. It will be inter-esting to see how many have accepted
the invitation to eternal life as we know it.
Thank you.
Reference
Life in Hawaii, by Titus Coan. Copyright 1882, 1997 (electronic edition by Edward J. Coan)

Paper delivered at the MPHS Conferenc, Hilo Hawaii
Mar. 24-26, 2001
by Rex Frandsen

